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TIMOTHY CHARLES PLOWMAN 
17 November 1944 - 7 January 1989 

"Now cracks a noble heart. Good night, sioeet prince, 

and flights of angels sing thee to thy rest ." 

—Hamlet 


Ethnobotany has lost one of its most devoted disciples and beloved practitioners 
with the tragic passing of Timothy Plowman. A man of generosity and kindness, 
modesty and honour, his untimely death has cut short a remarkable career of 
immense promise. Already far on the way as one of the most discerning, original 
and effective naturalists of our century, Tim was a gentleman, a friend of everyone, 
an understanding and devoted teacher, a scholar of extraordinary depth, a tireless 
and demanding researcher happy to share his experience and counsel with 

whoever sought his advice. 

Tim Plowman's interest in and love of plants developed as a child growing 
up in the temperate woodlands surrounding Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. An avid 
collector even as a boy, his passion for plants grew into the central metaphor 
of his life. After attending college at Cornell University he went a gnidihut 
student to the Botanical Museum of Harvard University where he worked under 
the direction of Richard Evans Schultes. Such was his promise that e\en before 
enrolling in the graduate school, Tim was dispatched by Professor Schultes to 
the Amazon on an expedition that would define the course of his professional ik. 
In the fall of 1966 Tim returned from Brazil flush with excitement and fully 
committed to spending the rest of his life in pursuit of the mysteries of tht tropica 
rainforest. Having received his Master's Degree in 1970, he undertoo or is 
doctoral dissertation a revision of the genus Brunfelsia (Solanaceae). His t tsis, 
which included a comprehensive chapter on the ethnobotany of the genus, was 
based on over 15 months of continuous fieldwork in Central and Sout menca 


and the Caribbean. 
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By the time his Ph.D. was officially conferred in 1974, Tim was a rea y e p 

involved in the project for which he will always be remtmbtrc ' 
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ettort to decipher the complex taxonomy or m ,■ 

ethnobotany of coca, the sacred leaf of the Andes and the notorious sc u r 

cocaine. Of Tim's 80 published scientific papers, 46 are relate to ,s 

Erythroxylum and his position as the world's authority on the genus ena 

to speak eloquently and powerfully in defense of the tradition use 

beleaguered indigenous peoples of the Andes and Northwest maz 
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and his vears there were both the happiest and most j. j P thno- 

career. His in,erd.scip,inary interests in systematic, 

pharmacology led him to interact with an increasing y • f j^ n u v tochemists 

which included not only fellow botanists but also an active scien- 

ethnographers and pharmacologists. In addition tc > g 
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Photograph by Wade Davis 

Tim Plowman while on a botanical expedition in Peru. 


tific research program as co-principal investigator of the National Science Foun¬ 
dation Projeto Flora Amazonica, he served on the editorial boards of numerous 
journals including Flora Neotropical Monographs, Advances in Economic Botany, Journal 
of Psychoactive Drugs and Journal of Ethnphartnacology . Between 1984-1988 he was 
Co-Editor-in-Chief of the Journal of Ethnopharmacology and the Scientific Editor 
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of Fieldiana. He was vice president of the Beneficial Plant Research Association, 
a Fellow of the Linnean Society, and a member of many professional societies 
including the American Society of Plant Taxonomists, Society of Economic Botany, 
Council of Biology Editors, Society of Ethnobiology and the New England 
Botanical Club. As chairman of the Botany Department of the Field Museum of 
Natural History (1986-1988) Tim secured a substantial increase in National Science 
Foundation funding for the herbarium and developed a new facility for the 
curation of economic collections. His enthusiasm, spirit of cooperation, profes¬ 
sional rigor and passionate commitment to botany proved infectious and under 
his leadership, morale at the Botany Department soared. 

Credentials alone, however, present but a shadow of the man who affected 
so many lives in such profound ways. For Tim, life was but a vehicle for seeking 
understanding and for expressing freedom. If there is a word to describe Timothy 
Plowman it would be freedom, and he lived with the conviction that every 


person had the right to pursue his or her own path unshackled of the burdens 
of social convention. Equally at ease in the tranquil world of plants or amidst 
the society of people, Tim had a charisma hot to the touch, and those privileged 
to have spent time with him often developed a respect that bordered on reverence. 
For he was a true renaissance scholar, a man out of time, whose breadth of 
interests and passions went far beyond the boundaries of his beloved field of 


botany. 


m.y. 

But it is as a botanist and intrepid plant explorer that Tim will be best 
remembered. He spent over five years of his life in the most remote and inhos 
pitable regions of the Andes and Amazon, making over 15,000 collections o 
unsurpassed quality. Typically he always considered his time in the field as a 
privilege, and he never failed to remember his fellow botanists toiling awav in 
the less romantic confines of the herbaria. Tim seemed to have a roladex in is 
head that recorded the name of every specialist in every group of plants, an 
he constantly was on the lookout for specimens that might prove usetu tc a 
distant colleague. He collected everything. His voucher specimens were no 
only complete, but aesthetically beautiful and whenever possible he augmen t 
them with invaluable collections of live material. Living plants, manv new 
science and collected first by Tim, may be found in botanical gardens t roug 
the world. .. « . 
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commitment to ethnobotany grew 
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experience with the indigenous peoples who understood, the p an s m 
he believed he could only hope to emulate. To be in the forest, e 
be in Eden, and to say the names of the plants was to rec,t ^ e na , Hence 
Gods. He believed that all forms of life were manifestations o c ' founda- 

for Tim biological and cultural diversity represented far a Pirated the 

tion of stability, they were articles of faith, fundamental trut s 

way things were supposed to be. fr . -_: n th t »ir 

Tim had a special affinity for Indians, ^ nd J h '* h J for fheir way 


122 


Vol. 9, No. 1 


of life. He empathized with their worldview which defined man as but one 
element inextricably linked to the whole of creation. It was this unique 
cosmological perspective, he believed, that enabled the Indians to comprehend 
implicitly the intricate ecological balance of the forest he loved so dearly. Tim 
viewed with pain, dismay and increasing anger this other worldview, one in which 
man stands apart, that now threatens the forest with devastation. It was one of 
his fondest hopes that the lessons of ethnobotany might ultimately facilitate a 
dialogue between these two worldviews such that folk wisdom might temper and 
guide the inevitable development processes that today ride roughshod over much 
of the earth. The many of us who loved him as a brother and respected him as 
a colleague can do no better service to his memory than to continue our own 
struggles to make this dream of his a reality. 


Wade Davis 
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Summer 1989 


JOURNAL OF ETHNOBIOLOGY 


121 


14. Determination of cocaine in some South American species of Erythroxylum 
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Harvard Univ. 25:259-272. 1978. (with R. E. Schultes & T. Swain). 
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Greene). 

19. IOPB Chromosome Report LX: Erythroxylaceae. Taxon 27:224. 1978. (with 
L. Rudenberg & C.W. Greene). 
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of the interamerican seminar on medical and sociologica aspec 

cocaine. Pacific Press. Lima. Pp. 90-115. 1980. 
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51. The ethnobotany of coca (Erythroxylum spp., Erythroxylaceae). In G. * 
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